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Exercise Program Helps Young Autistic People to Thrive 
 
 

We all know the importance of exercise for physical and mental wellbeing, but what if your condition meant 
you couldn’t take part? This is something Directors Dr Bonnie Furzer and Ms Kemi Wright, and the team at 
Thriving Inc, want to change. 
 
“Many young people in our community face barriers to take part in exercise at school and in the community”, 
said Dr Furzer. “The mission of Thriving is to use exercise expertise to improve the health outcomes of kids 
and young people whose ability to take part in community and school-based physical activity is impacted by 
behavioural, social and/or medical conditions including Autism Spectrum Disorder.”  
 
Research shows exercise can play an important role in the lives of individuals with autism; from improving 
behaviour and academic performance, to increasing social skills, self-esteem, and positive health 
behaviours. It can also play a role in boosting confidence, something Andrew Mathewson, a young man 
with autism, has experienced first hand. 
 
“Thriving has been the key to Andrew staying motivated and engaged in physical activity while building his 
physical skills and capabilities”, says Andrew’s dad Ross. “It has given him the confidence to continue 
participating in sport when it hasn’t really been a strength for him due to his motor skills challenges.” 
 
 

   
 
 
 
 
 
 
        
  
 
“Exercise and sport can be powerful in facilitating emotional growth, teamwork, and socialisation, and can 
establish friendships, community support and positive health behaviours that are lifelong”, said Josh 
Knuiman, Exercise Physiologist and Thriving Instructor. “I love working with individuals on the autism 
spectrum and facilitating their participation and enjoyment of physical activity.” Josh and the Thriving team 
will be presenting their strategies for success at this year’s Autism West Symposium in November.  
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Andrew is now completing a Cert 111 in Fitness, and has gone on to become 
an assistant group leader at Thriving. “Thriving helped me when I was younger 
by making me more aware of the importance of fitness and more focused on 
staying healthy”, said Andrew. “I am enjoying helping to give back to the 
program by volunteering to assist the coaches during sessions.” 

 

The Thriving team is passionate about helping parents, 
educators and health professionals with strategies to 
motivate children and young people with Autism 
Spectrum Disorder to become more active. Their 
afterschool program, supported by Telethon 7 and in 
partnership with The University of Western Australia, 
focuses on providing a positive exercise experience by 
meeting personal needs in an inclusive and supportive 
environment. 
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Background 
 
Autism West 
Autism West is a ground-breaking, dynamic organisation that works with young people on the autism 
spectrum to identify their interests and develop their talents. Through its innovative social groups, Autism 
West provides unique opportunities for children, teenagers and young adults to gain skills and experience 
that enable them to connect successfully with others and the world around them. Its aim is to motivate its 
participants, build their strengths, and provide a platform for achieving great things  
 
What is autism? 
 Autism is a complex, life-long neurological disorder that affects around one in 100 people. People with autism 
may have difficulty with social interaction, display repetitive behaviours and have learning difficulties. They 
may also have excellent attention to detail, be process driven and have an ability to follow rules and 
instructions with precision.  

  
Autism West Symposium 
 Autism West Symposium 2018: Join the conversation, takes place 2-3 November 2018 at Pan Pacific Perth. In 
its fourth year, the Symposium brings together individuals on the spectrum, family members, carers, allied 
health professionals, service providers, educators, researchers, and policy makers. It has an impressive line-
up of national and international expert speakers, and attracts around 200 delegates as well as significant 
media coverage. The Symposium will include presentations, break-out sessions and a fire-side chat, and will 
have a number of exhibitors attending.  
 
Thriving Inc  
With a team of specialised exercise instructors delivering 1-on-1 and group programs, Thriving Inc’s 
afterschool program conducted at The University of Western Australia aims to improve physical and mental 
health outcomes via exercise, and provide opportunities for all kids and young people to experience a 
positive exercise environment.   The afterschool programs are targeted for kids and adolescents whose ability 
to participate in community or school-based physical activity is impacted by behavioural, social and/or 
medical conditions including ASD and associated neurodevelopmental conditions. 
  
Thriving afterschool is supported by Telethon 7 and delivered in partnership with the University of Western 
Australia (School of Human Sciences), allowing Thriving to deliver programs to WA kids and families in need 
since 2011. 
   
The program offers individual sessions for children who require more rigid or personalised programming, and 
those who have different sensory needs, as well as small groups that promote teamwork, social skills, and 
the learning of game play, rules and community sport. Exercise and sport can be powerful in facilitating 
emotional growth, teamwork, and socialisation in the developmental period and can establish friendships, 
community supports and positive health behaviours that are lifelong. 
  
  
 

 


